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INTRA-AFRICAN MIGRATION PREVAILS 
In 2015, about 33 million Africans were living outside their home coun-
tries, although more than half of these international migrants moved 
within Africa. However, this figure masks sharp differences: while Nor-
th Africans migrate overseas (90%), sub-Saharan Africans move most-
ly within Africa (nearly 75%), to neighbouring countries or within their 
region. Western and Eastern Africa are the most dynamic regions in terms 
of sending and receiving countries. With about 5.7 and 3.6 million intra- 
regional migrants in 2015 – 97% and 67%, respectively – they exem-
plify SSA’s strong intra-regional dynamics, with leading hosting coun-
tries like Côte d’Ivoire, Nigeria, Kenya and Ethiopia. They also highlight 
the role of regional economic communities which adopted regulations 
facilitating the free movement of people, although the right to reside and 
work remains controlled. To a lesser extent, Western and Eastern Africa 
also send migrants to and receive migrants from other African regions.
These continental dynamics might even be stronger as international data 
neither include the significant intra-African unrecorded migration nor 
the dynamics of circular or non-residential migration between countries. 
If African migration is partly facilitated by free circulation regimes, it is 
also linked to the porous nature of borders that facilitates the movement 
of people and informal cross-border trade. Overall, the importance of 
circular migration results from the development over time of social and 
family networks supported by improved infrastructure and communication 
networks. 
Further, the evidence from a diversity of countries, though limited, sug-
gests that internal migration is very substantial and might even be the 
dominant migration pattern across SSA. It represents about 80% of mi-
gration in Nigeria and Uganda, 50% in Kenya and Senegal, and 38% in 
Burkina Faso, which has a specific historical relation with the bordering 
Côte d’Ivoire. This supports global estimates that consider the number of 
people moving internally as being six times greater than those who have 
emigrated.
DIFFERENTIATED SIZE AND PATTERNS OF RURAL 
AND URBAN MIGRATION
In line with SSA still growing and dominant rural population, in the five 
selected countries, the majority of migrants originate from rural areas, par-
ticularly in Uganda (85%) and Burkina Faso (93%). Quite urbanised Nigeria 
is an exception with 55% of migrants coming from urban areas, while 
urban-urban migration ranges from 3% to 18% in the other countries. 
Further, the rural and urban migration patterns present quite contrasted 
features. Reflecting the urbanization process of the region, in all these 
countries but Burkina Faso (where the connection to Côte d’Ivoire prevails), 
rural migrants principally move to national cities. In Nigeria though, ru-
ral–urban internal migration is just behind dominant internal urban–urban 
flows. Regarding international migration, rural dwellers generally migrate 
to other African countries, either to rural or urban areas, as it is the case in 
Burkina Faso where rural migration is mostly directed to rural Côte d’Ivoire 
and its vibrant cocoa sector. By contrast, urban migrants move, overall, 
to other continents and urban areas. 
Nevertheless, the scale of migration flows between rural and urban areas, 
as well as the widespread rapid urbanization across the region can be 
questioned. Census data based analyses show that, although some coun-
tries continue to urbanize very rapidly, urbanization pace has reduced. 
The explanation lies in the post-1980 structural adjustment programs that 
lessened the income gap between rural and urban areas that had been 
driving net rural–urban migration. Today, in the context of limited formal 
employment, broad precarious informal sector, and limited safety nets 
faced by most of the countries, important parts of urban livelihoods are 
also vulnerable and lack resilience. Such livelihood vulnerability has led 
to increased propensity for mobility, not just into towns, but out of them 
as well. Particularly, there are important indications of increasing circular 
migration, or reduced in-migration to cities. Livelihoods are not the only 
factor impacting circular migration. Rural–urban linkages in SSA are also 
embedded within strong social, cultural and political dimensions. Circular 
migration tends to affect the net rate of in-migration to urban areas, ex-
plaining why SSA’s urbanization is rising more slowly in some countries, 
with most of the growth coming from urban natural increase. 
Rural–rural migration also contributes to population redistribution in many 
countries. In 2010, this flow constituted about 1/3 of the internal move-
ments of people in Burkina Faso and Uganda. Rural–rural migration can 
arise when land access is possible and when new activities develop, such 
as in artisanal mining. They can reflect the extension of the agricultural 
frontier, and also be associated with crises and changes in environmen-
tal factors. However, most often, rural–rural migration results from limited 
employment opportunities in cities. Rural migration to other regions within 
the country or in neighbouring countries is often linked with the economics 
of important cash-crop production areas (e.g. cotton, groundnut, cocoa, 
coffee and also rice) that offer employment opportunities to a large num-
ber of workers.
MIGRATION IS SHAPING NEW TERRITORIAL DYNAMICS
Overall, migration in Africa has become a more complex and diverse pro-
cess. This migration creates new functional spaces that are shaped by so-
cial and economic networks. Renewed and diversified migration patterns 
have thrived over the last decades between capital cities, small and regio-
nal towns, and their rural hinterlands. These dynamics witness the blurring 
of limits between rural and urban spaces and livelihoods, and the growing 
importance of rural–urban linkages, thus portraying a new African rurality. 
The static “rural” and “urban” categories no longer capture the mixed li-
festyles and socio-economic behaviours related to the intensifying rural–
urban relations. However, public policies fail to recognize the spatial and 
occupational complexity of rural and urban livelihoods. Migration supports 
the diversification of households’ livelihoods and access to employment 
opportunities, even when temporary. It strengthens the role of small towns 
and intermediate cities, as well as local and regional dynamics. This new 
territorial reality, shaped by migration, must be a matter of concern for 
public policies, which should facilitate a better match of policy actions 
with local needs.
In sub-Saharan Africa, domestic and international migration to African countries prevails 
over overseas migration. Due to the region’s large rural population and the ongoing urbanization 
process, rural–urban migration is a prominent feature, although it actually coexists with renewed, 
diverse and contrasted other patterns, including rural–rural, urban–rural and circular migration. 
These migration dynamics reshape national and regional spaces, crafting new territorial dynamics.
prevalent, contrasted intra-african migration patterns and new territorial dynamics
02
Rural Africa in motion  nnnnn  23
Mozambique
South Africa
DRC
Uganda
                  
Sudan
Chad
Mali
Côte d'Ivoire
Niger
Nigeria
Burkina Faso
Botswana
Namibia
Malawi
Kenya
Cameroon
Libya
South Sudan
Algeria
Somalia
Ethiopia
658 540
Oth
er 
Af
ric
an
 re
gi
on
s Rest of the World 
246 183
1 175 672
  Su
dan
            
                           Lybia         Algeria     Other



       
53%
             
                            19%             13%         15%
  No
rthern
 Africa / 904 723
9 220 089
905 176
Ot
he
r A
fri
ca
n 
re
gi
on
s 
Rest of the World 
1 131 763
1 342 123
     
Ch
ad
      
       
        
  DRC 
            Cameroon                     Other




     
    2
5%
       
        
        2
1%                  18%                             36%
    
    
    M
iddle
 Africa / 2 036 939
 863 332
1 543 779
Ot
he
r A
fri
ca
n 
re
gi
on
s Rest of the W
orld 
687 406
67 012
     
     
     
     
      
      
       
         
     South
 Africa    

Botswana    Other

     
      
      
       
        
         
               
  91%                                                         5%     4%  
    
     
 Sou
thern Africa / 2 231 185
750 334
410 688 158 941Rest of the World 
5 725 248
   C
ôte
 d’I
voi
re    
           
Nigeria  Burkina Faso            Other
 

      
     3
6%
        
           
         18%            11%                      35%
2 404 070
Oth
er 
Af
ric
an
 re
gi
on
s 
  We
stern A
frica / 5 884 189
1 763 534
Oth
er 
Re
gi
on
s S
to
ck
sRest of the W
orld 
3 606 745




2 934 987
2 034 467
 S o uth
     
 19
%  
       
        
19%
              1
5%                                  47%
    
     
   Ea
stern
 Africa / 5 370 279  K
en
ya
      
    E
thio
pia     
   Sudan                             Other
Northern Africa 
Western Africa
Central Africa
Eastern Africa
Southern Africa
UN Subregions of Africa
Intra-regional migrants
Inter-regional migrants 
Migration overseas
Regional and overseas migrants stocks
Intra African migrants (stocks in Thds)
20 - 50 
50 - 100
100 - 250
250 - 500
500 - 1 000
> 1 000
To international
To internal urban
To internal rural
From rural
From urban
From rural
From urban
From rural
From urban
From rural
From urban
From rural
From urban
Ke
ny
a
Se
ne
ga
l
Bu
rk
in
a
Ug
an
da
Ni
ge
ria
3,2
34,4
5,5
11,7
3,8
11,7
5,1
17 68,1
40
42,8
58,6
27,3
22,5
30,3
20,7
24,4
25,8
25,9
23,1
 1
Fig. 2.1: Rural and urban migration by destination (selected countries)
Fig. 2.2: Intra-Africa and overseas international migration (2015)
